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ABSTRACT © ; me 
A questionnaire survay was conducted to discern thee = 
‘effect of television police/criae ‘programs oh adolescents' knowledge 
of real life law enforcement activities. The sample population was 
composed of 313 average high “sthool students, 160 stu@ents involved ; 
ina Yposative"’ police situation: through taking courses taught by % 
posice officers, and 84 students with "negative police. interactions 
(having records of Jaw violation’or délinguency). The. questionnaire 
elicited information oa television viewing habits and knowledge of 
eal life law enfofcement. Six items were used to test knowledge, . - 
ach having a “TV" anSwer aad a “real’Yife" answer. The subjects were 
divided i categories of laght, mod¢rate, and heavy television: 
viewers oMlaw enforcement televisio prograas. The -hy pothesis that. 
as viewing: leyel increased, tHe ability of a subject to discern fact 
from fiction would decrease sf epereerai supported bysthe. si a 
The results ‘also suggested that the influence of television as an” 
‘instructor of statistics about law enforcement might npt be ‘ 
significant, but that the influence of television's repetitious | 
portrayal of certain police aethods and behaviors might have! an 3 
_impact’ on adolescents® perceptions of social eiclanens Mia - a. 
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- descriptions, were not significant. Questions for which the answer fhoices 


. Distinguishing Facts From Fictions: , ° 
‘Television's Inéluence on Adolescents’ ~ 


oe . a Rnowledge of Law Enforcement, 7 . 


- ABSTRACT 


‘law enforcement officials Po eatlia researchers long have decried 
the distorted images of law enforcement and police operations routinely 
’ presented on prime-time TV police/crime programs. “Scholars have believed - : 
that information derived from."indfrect" sources such as television have 
. influenced an audience's "social reality." . This influence may be particularly 


= acute for adolescents. Prior research on the relationship between youth and 


police has beep attitudinal. Only. recently has there been. ‘research concerned 
with the influence of television on knowledge of law enforcement. and this 
paper concerns this grea of inquiry. 7 
“* 
— Specifically, the authors .-are\concerned with the effect of TV police/crime 
programs on adolescents’ knowledge of real-life law enforcement and their 
ability to discern the TV "facts": from the real-life facts. A sample of 


_» adolescents were provided a questionnaire on viewing habits. and knowledge of — 
. Feal-life law enforcement. Six items were used to test knowledge, each having 


* the "Iv Answer" vs. "Real-Life Answer" choices of the type utilized by Gerbner. 


. The sample was divided into the categories of light,. moderate, and heavy viewers 


of law enforcement-oriented TV programs. Control variables were gender, grades, 

economic status, direct experience with police. ‘The latter variable was 
etermined by pre-s ide the ‘sample from among three groups: average high . 
ool Studehts, students involved in a "positive!’ police situation through ‘, - 

faking courses taught by police officers, and high school.age s€udents with 

‘a history of ."negative" police interactions, i.e. delinquents. The. authors 

tieniaien fie that as viewing’ level SReEPErCUs the -ability to eeercen the 

- facts from the fictions*decreased. 


, 


“The. major finding of the. study, as,a result of the nfpothesis” vere 
partially supported, is that some types of knowledge questions may be more 
effective in determining an audience's social reality. Those items in which 
. ‘respondents were asked to choose from answers. involving numerical or statistical 


involved "images" producad significant differences among light and heavy WiGweESs: 
The influence of, television as an instructor of statistics aboyt law — . 


, enforcement may not be significant. But the influence of television's 


repetitious portrayal of certain, police methods and behaviors may very well 


impact an audience’ s social reality... . \ ie 
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. For many .years police and law enforcement éfficials have attacked the 


law enforcement specialists have: discussed: the: aPRseent distortions in such 
‘prograns as "Starsky and Hutch," "police: Woman," "Baretta," and other 
highly rated: -police/érime shows of recent’ years. Even private detectives 


thave spoken. out against the gross distortions evident in. the behaviors of 
their television counterparts.” ; , . + 

. ; . . .. 4 ° 
‘Média researchers eenner tes with images of Law enforcement presented on 


television have conducted, ‘for the most part, contént analyses inforder to 


°, 


- determine the number and- type of TV law entarhensnt characters, their traits 


* ’ 
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7" @. 
and behaviors, and the type and_amount of crime that is depicted. "The 


- general conclusions of these stidies are that police/crime shows have been 
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question of what effect TV police/erime ae have on the public's 


°. 


. researchers have expressed concern over th ‘\ potentially harmful effects Of 


. “enh distorted images, few, researchers 


on ‘that "indirect information! cugoal than on direct: ogee anne R % 


- world, an image which may or mney not ‘be congruent with spitey.5 ? g4 . 


‘Thus, they define socdas reality as "the extent that one’ s définition of a ge 


(thelt itis 6ften given. the status of penitey even. though it usually remains 
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“Although ‘most of: the police/ Kaw a rT oni media + 


ifically have addressed the 


. » 


’ knowledge of law enforcement activities. To examine the eapect of 


television, we surveyed a sample of high school Students regarding their ° . a 


“exposure to TV police/erime programs and their aos hades of real-life law _ 4 
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A number of - seliolars. and pebcacciers have been sanceenel sboue ‘the 


influence of mass tfedia on the formation ger and \vtew a: of the 


e «a 


yorld. | Walter Lippmann, writing in -1922, worried that media reports created . 


. * 


eee ae that the public based their opinions and actions 
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€ 
Boulding suggested that our behavior is- governed by image we have of 


‘In a. comprehensive review of this area of inquiry; McLeod and iene 
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further develop the concept of "social reality." They like ‘Lippinann and wa, 


| Boulding, distinguish between direct and toditect goikeas of information and 


“ : 


vaste that.most o£ chat we know. about the world comes ‘From indirect sources. 


‘N 


‘gituation is derived. ite comiunigations with other people rather than from 


% e 


hig 4 ‘direct experience." For us, social reality is fsed to mea | the degree ° 


N 


that ofe's definition of an event is influenced by dnsermateen not " from, the 


event’ itself but indirect ly from. information eronmaeeed through an intermediary 


such as a maee medium. = makes fs a epeneect a otal significant is, 


necteied by direct, weencnal contact with the ‘event, situation, ‘or 
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environment. ‘ ‘ ‘ es | ee 
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MR some cases, distorted images about a subject peesdnted on lea most ° powerful 
of alt indiract information sources-television-~can be offset by direct experience 
with the Partiousar subject matter.. This eélctiod for tas enforcement subject 
matter is not, as a practical matter, el ts Since relatively few in our 


society have had direct experience with ‘law -enforcenert, except perhaps for a 
re 
traffic viotation the public has relied a A television as their primary, . albeit’ 
indirect, source of. information about police and law enforcement. activities.’ 
* Only recently have researchers begun conducting quantitative oe focusing 


_ on the effect which viewing of television has 6n the developmentyof Bdglescent’s' 
‘=. 


Social reality with regard to law enforcement. Barick, ‘Townsend, and Boyd's , 


| jFesearch suggests that for the | groups of youth surveyed "there isa widespread 


belief that television police are idealized dranatizations different from 


s 


Q e 


reality. " Further, their sample of adolescent isitaquants perceived television. . 


x 
police in the same. way’ as non-delinquents. The delinquents did not appear to 
" have more negative « views of police than their law-abiding peers.” — 


Teevan and. Hartnage) analyzed data from a Maryland ‘junior and senior 


ry ° 


_ high school sample. They found weak but statistically. significant 


e 


telationships between the subjects’ perception Be their. favorite television 
program as vinlent Lon. nonviolent acd their perceptions of peighJorhood crime, 
frequency of money being taken from students in ‘school, itrequency of weapons 
"caabied by students in school, ‘and the Frequency ‘of fights in schogl. Very 
similar patterns were observed for subjects who perceived the. violence used 

- in. theiy favorite shows as effective. However, when the data were analyzed’ 
to determine the association between the objective violence’ rating of the 

“gubjects"” four favorite programs and the subjects’ perceptions .of | crime; 


. the relationship was not stetistically significant. Teevan and. Hartnagel 


note that for their sample there is little relationship between exposure to 


. 


ee e . | 
= television violence and: their measures ef crime perception. ~ They conclude 


that television appears to play only a small pane in 2 explaining perceptions 


af crime among the adolescents sampled. 0 
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Perhaps “the most well-known research in pats. area has been eoudnetel hy . 


George GerDaer and Larry Gross“and their *culcural Indicators" team at the. 
Annenberg Se oct of Communications of the University of Pennsylvania. ‘They 


Nag discuss, ‘the law enforcement issue ‘as part of their broader inquiry "into the 


In their ratetal? research, Gerbner and Gross presenta to an adult sampie’ a 


series of sane ons with onty: two possible answer ehatean: a "Ty" aryswer 


s 


venpasentine life as it is depicted on television, and a Real Life" answer 


watch ‘ was nore closély aligned with actual fact. They asked two guastiong: 
_: relevant to the police/ law enforcement discussion. First, Myhat Sebbent bE 
| ‘all aileswio have jobs work 4m-law enforcement “and crime detection?" The 
“answer choices were "12" (Real Life Answer) ¢ or nsqi" (IV answer). They, ean 
that heavy viewers of television (four or more hdurs per day) tended, to 
overestimate the percentage of tay enforcement personnel in society as 
"comated to Light viewers By a oatgin of 59%. to 50%. — “They also asked, . 
% : Spuping any piven week, oe are your chances of being. involved in’ some type 
bat ‘of violence?" For. that question “the a choices were "one Ten" (TV 
; “Anawer) or "one ina Hundred" (Real | Life Anaver) .}f jean. heavy viewers gave 
: “the TV Answer more than‘ light wiewers by a count of 52% to 39.13 ’ --* oO 
‘Their most recent research” utilized the same Beprosch: ‘but focused on an 


ww ¢ 


adolestent sample. For -example, they asked a group of adolescents in New Jersey 
the question, "Think abobut the number ‘of people who are ah ae in violence 
ost week. Do ial think one petson out of every 100 is involved. in some kind 


ae violence in any given week, or ts ‘it eldser to 10 people out of every 100?" 


. They again found that hedvy viewers overestimated the "chances" of*involvement 


sssumitions television cultivates about . the facts, ager and enies of Boeteey: " 


. . in violence by giving the TV Answer of "ten out of a hundred" ‘significantly 

. more often hae the light viewore. 1 Gerbner ans Gross note that "television 
i : { 7» 

ee - Jutewing stan seems to x. to adolescent s' images and assumptions about 


Cc . 
‘ _ Law enforcement procedure d activities" and ‘conclude that "these findings 


provide considerable support for the conclusion that' heavy television viewers 


perceive social ‘reality differently from light television viewers, ‘even 1 when . 
> - ; . my é a 
other factors are-hela constant ."7”" oO > vw a 
« a i. 


Despite the seeming persuasiveness of Gerbner and Gross’ findings, 


% 


mubsequent research suggests alternative. conclusions. Wober failed to 
7 - . 
epiteate their findings in a ‘study in England, although that research was 


a structured somewhat ‘differently. Doob and Macdonald's study cavatieiea the . 
Gexbner/Gross approach more closely. The reported results for their total ”» 7 
sanple. supported the heavy viewing/ light viewing thesia. t? However, ead 

- _ Doob and Macdonald looked at the resilts for’ gach one their four rows of 


subjects (residents in a high and low crime area in a "city" and a high and low 
crime area in a "suburb'') , they found that “there is essential ly no detsciousits 
between media usage » and fear of crime when the effect of nei ghborhood Ls-Fénoved "ip 


; The level of. actual crime in the neighborhood was the variable of aUPOEE ROE, 


* not television viewing: level. | ; ° an 


‘The pias by Doob and Macdonald and the study by. Teevan and Hartnagel 
suggest that the: Straightforward exahstoBereepcion | ‘hypothesis of the 


Gerbner/Gross mode? may conceal as much as it explains. © In addition to-our 
2 . . 


concern: that other variables probably have an important pact in i a “ . 


the differences pation light and heavy television viewers » we feel the - 


Gerbner and Gross -classification into light and heavy viewers, without regard | - 
to program content, is too-imprecise a measuring tool td tap the influence 
* = . “@ “. . , 


: j e tt 
of a particular program type on the audience's perception of that subject area, ‘ 
: e.g. the effect of lag. enforcement programs on perceptions of real-life law 


| enforcement activities. 
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. Although. Gerbner and Gross! cooley is open to some ckiticism, that : | 


\ 
does not alter our : conclusion that their seeca pcos has me it. fhe | 


"angluence af ae a ‘powerful medium 2 television should ‘affect “he public's 


“— 


perception of a , particular subject area, especially when the audience has not 


"pad an opportumity to experience that subject area aifectly, In, addition, the, 


[ 
most: ‘recent Gerbner and Gross. “research is ampoerent because they present ‘data 


- 


on ‘adolescents. Their initial research showed that the under-30 age grouR was 


consistently more influenced by television than those over 30, aad that these 

.\ 
results held’ when, controls for salieation, newspaper reading, and gender were ° 

errr Their recent stady on adoléscents shows this same , consistent 


Se } 
.. pattern even when controls for other variables are’ introduced. 


The combination of expeceneses of concern ig law enforcement officials 
and the. Gerbner/Grass and related studies suggest the need. Qf specifically 

studying the influence of TV law enforcement programs on youth' Z knowledge 

4 ee real®life police and law enforcement activities. ‘Unfortunately, there is 


Soon lietle research in this area since most of the hea taal research oe 


students in Michigan, he asked many attitudinal questions, but reported the. 


results of only one knowledge-oriented question: “Do you think criminals . 


; usually get caught?" He reported that 72 said Yes and 15% ‘said No. In 


{. ia reality, according to the FBI statistics Bouma quotes, only, 13% of all- reported 


crines. are. cleared by arrest i sonvieetons® Dominick sampled a | BrOUP of 


- £4 £th graders and reported a sien Gcent correlation between | viewing of crime 


shows and 2 imewledge of arrest cights.2 


The concern ebeut television’ Ss pupact on an audience’ s social reality and 
. ‘the lack of research ‘spacifically addressing the issue of the eoiueaee fe 
ov law enforcement. programs on youth" s knowLedge- - real- wife’ law ensoncement: 


led to our study. our hypothesis is similar, to that. employed by cerbner “and ‘ 


‘Gross; namely that as viewing of: Law enforcenent prograns increases, the 
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mw . youth's attitudes toward police. In Bours’ s survey of over 1b, 000° mee school 


} : - o) 
a “ability “to discern: the real-world law enforcement "facts" from the TV-version 
“€acts" decreases. Oo - ¢ ope 4 oe 
. ; ot ae a an 
ef : 
‘ee r ‘ . _ = 
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_ Three classifications of high school students from California arid Seecon 
i _ i made up the . subject nee The Gudjects were differentiated on the degree of 
7 direct experience each had with law enforcement agencies. The atest group, of 
‘ "average" high ue su udents, was’ selected’ po two california high schools ° 
| and ‘one Oregon. high sghool. This group was labeled as the mimited" direct. 
» 7 -experience group. fis | | 
| | . The gecond group of subjects was selected ‘€rom high schools having formal, 
classes in lag enforcement taught by police’ officers or were selected from 
‘ . agbneies sponsoring | some’ type of extra-curricular police/ law enforcement program 
7 for high school age individuals. Two California high ecuoors and one Police — 

| Explorer j ‘Program in California provided sub jects for. cits group. , mueee 
ae students, involved in police classes, were ‘destgnaved as the. "positive" direct 


2 experience group. . ae 


@ 


- Two criteria were. employed in the selection of the final group. first, 


‘ e 


chergpid to) have . violated the LawKa, duch a degree that they n@veen arrested, | 
: ‘ convicted, = santhee incarcerated or placed on. probation. Second,~ they. needed 
| "to have access ‘to, television during prime-time mouse - the time the : 
quegtionnaire w was adninistered, Subjects in ‘this group were located at a 
. half-way hquse in pesca: a California high school for students with problome! 
(all eubsects used from this“school were on probation at the ‘ime of the 
‘ administration) , and. a California “school run by a county juvenile court, ‘system. 
The chica szoun, with : a record of law violation and delinquency, was ‘identified 
as ie "Wegative" al experience sample. ed 
A . ” where were 313 subjects (56.2%) in the “Limited” (High scneerh po ion, i“ 
ERIC. i“ &% @ | do 


JA FuitToxt Provided by ERIC 2 7 4 . : * 


O_ 
ERIC 


_ (15.1%) in the "Negative" (Violators) group. A total of 557 subjects participated - 


“in the research project. ; 


2 


160 subjects (28.7%) in the "Positive" (Police Class) group, and 84 subjects 


« 
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Survey research questionnaires were administered to all subjects between 


- ‘March 21 and April 1, 1977. The variables died in the questionnaire are reported 


a : 7 7 . . 


‘Law Enforcement Program Viewing. Subjects were given a program log listing all 


e 


, A we. ss 
prime-time network programs, excluding movies and specials. They were asked to 


a programs viewed "regularly." Twenty-two of the listed programs 


featured law enforcement activity of some sort. All Law enforcement programs 


were then summed with each ‘subject ccasigine a score ranging — zero to 


twenty-two. The mean score for law enforcement program viewing was 5.9. For 4 


2% F ““% ; bg : : . : 
the purposes of the auelyates three. categories of law enforcement program 


viewing were created: Light Viewing (0-3 progtans per week), Moderate viewing 


(4-7 programs per week), nd Heavy Viewing (8 or. more programs per week). 
oe e 
- Relative Grades. No direc ‘measure of intelligence such as-I.Q. scores - | 


—_ 


grade point oreeaeee were available. To determine aii relative academic 


s 


standing of each subject in ope: to utilize some measure of intellectual 


‘ability as a contro watdabter: we asked the following question:. “How .do your | 
grades compare with ‘other students in your grade?" The responses ranged from 


"Quite a bit below the average" a) to: "Quite a bit ‘above the average" G). 


The mean score for relative geades was 3.4. Ps 


c 


Relate. Economic: Status. No direct information on each student's. fami ly 


economic level was available and it was aaa that students could pRUNace 


o 


accurate dollar figures on their family’ s annual income. ‘Therefore, we asked 
” them their perception of how their family compared with other American 
Yen Each was seted “How would ou say your family compares with other 
“y 
- 


e 


z 7 = _- , a 7 ‘ rn: . 
American ‘families économically?", Possible responses ranged from quite a 
| bit below the economic average!’ (1y/ to "Quite: a bit above the economic e a \ : 


average” (5)." The mean score for this variable was’3.3. — oe * 


i ss a Subjects were asked to indicate their sex. ‘Males made up 5%3% of. 


“the sample (N=297) while females accounted for 43.4% (N=242). _‘The remaining 


3.3% (Ne18) “did not provide gender information. 


- . 
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eo Direct Emerisnce. Direct experience was determined as indicated in the _ 
section treating the sepia fs | 
Ln ‘ Baw Enforcement Questions. AS the desencce variable, a series of six questions .s 


NS “with Television (TV) vs. Real-Life (R-L) | answer ‘choices eof the type used by “ 


- 


os | Garbher and Gross weré employed. - These questions were designed to test the 
gubjects' ability to atecee facts as they exist in the. real world from "facts" 


as they are depicted in the "TV world. u ,08 these six auesttons : the first two 
a ‘ 
: ate similar to those uae by Getbner and aoe The two answer choices dre 


. ° La 
eo he ? 


4 Listed with each question. 7 oe a ee 
“4. Durifig. any given week, what do you think the chances are «= 
. of you personally being invelved in some kind of violence? : 
| [One in Ten (R-L) or One in*a Hundred ay. 
ae _@ 
a : -. °2. Of all people who have aon in the U.S., how many wer for ae 


‘police departments? _. 
[iz (R-L) or 5% (tVv)/ 


e a 


3. Who hireg private detectives the,most? . ; 
[Private citizéns (IV) or Lawyers (R-L)/ e 
. . ‘ vt, | . — : ; 


4. Private detectives work on what kind of case the most?. . : 
[Missing persons and accident/injury cases*(R=L) er. + 
- Murder and other criminal cases (Ty) 7 
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a See 5. What: is the most often weed” ‘eon of police patro} ja the vU. S. a 
- = SP | os ey & . {One police officer patrolling , alone in a car (R-L) or_. 8 
ne ce “ao - Two Relics officers patrolling: ri sine a. a car crvy/ } 
Y a an ig, eee : F 
" . ee a te a “ant a aes many © aoiies offigers’ were” “killed = as line, 3 
pees ie Nite o£ vat the U.S.?- . 2 
Pekt take - : £00 BE), .o7 400 cyt wa ae . _ 
= . as he : be a « ? 
| ane ' oP eee 3 7 
te Se Lt : & z 4. 
ve ” ‘ -! 7 « . 7 ae hs ; 4 ‘ ) , 7 _ . 
ioe ao: se oe ae Se os * : . aa oe 
te ae a + RINDINGS.. - {- : ee : 
oe ‘ . 8s - Te eae eae " % | : 
: : ee t oe aS eo: 7. ee 
- a ~The’ eeates tor Lay Entordenenf:4questioas ‘are presented vtilicing the *: : 
is statistic craper' s V with each question on & ‘séparate. table. The’ data are 
ae ‘ Py Le . : 
a presented in terms of the, eaciceae: of viewltg levels with | an. analysis of 
.. _ the differences in light “and heavy wea. a . ; 
‘ ; ” ¥ . 
ra * . : re 2 "¢ < | : - . *. 
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Althgugh there is uo significant association indikated in Table 1 between. 


- viewing and the correct answer across all ‘subjects, the "effect" of law 


Par a he Negative/Violators ‘group : js is. the light viewers rather than the heavy / 


viewers who responded with the. "rv Answer." 


lg ‘pattern occurs for grades. 


Jevels se law enforcement. ‘prograsining’ were more likely to give the TV Answer 


“than those evernee. and below students with ieee law enforcement diets. F 


__ Violators group=-but in. the eupostee dizection. 


“a light/heavy distinction, but the relationship was relatively weak. 


enforcement program elewing does ee for males and those in the ‘Megative/ 


Among the males and those- +A 


Females were more likely ko show 
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“The influence ‘of heavy viewing is apparent for the dakia of Table 5. On 
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television, police are shown most often riding in their patrol cars| in pairs. 
Not 80. in real life.. among all subjects, heavy viewers were again the most, 

affected with ¢ a particularly strong association appearing in ‘the economic | 
category and to a lesser degree in the direct ‘experience category and among — 
: males. “Each of the differences in this table is'in the predicted direction. 
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| style of law enforcement. Our questions in this area concemed elteace. for . 
private detectives, ae of cases worked on by private detectives, ‘and the 
number of officers in a patrol car. The support for our hypothesized | 
elationship between law sa coecamane Gronvan: Vlewldg and the ability to discern 
the facts from the fictions. was found on two of these three questions. views 
law eats dcencnt programs sa seem to be associated: with selecting private 
citizens as the clients be private detectives and with selecting two-police- 
officer-patrols as the norm. If a learning process t's favolveds-4t seems’ to 

be in areas where learning may dealt from observing these continual types: of 
Vv actions aiees a period of time. ios television’ s influence on the 


audience’ 3 social reality with regard to law enforcement may eaeaie from the 


repetitious portrayal of certain methods, relationships, and behaviors depicted 
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a ; ‘Our a suggests: that a complex process is in operation. Prior. 
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. knowledge, the model may indeed be more complex than first thought. apererenes 
"further research on ‘television’ s influence on, social reality is needed in | 
,order to draw more confident conclusions about ; television’ s actual Anpact in 
shaping our knowledge and view of the world. 
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